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'etween 1757 and 1773, Sir William Chambers published
f three treatises about Chinese gardeners' affinity with nature
and about the inspirational debt of the latest English
fashion in gardening to the middle kingdom.' Widely read at the time
both at home and abroad but understandably causing different
reactions, these treatises may have been responsible for the naturalisticaUy planted pleasure ground of England to be known in France as k
jardin anglo-chinois. Resenting the snubbing of the French on English
pride and blaming Chambers for it, Horace Walpole was one of those
who vowed revenge, and he did it with an unabashedly nationalistic
' William Chambers, "The Art of Laying out Gardens among the Chinese," in Designs ofChinese
Buildings, Furniture, Dresses, Machines, and Utensils (London, 1757), A Dissertation on Oriental
Gardening (London, 1772), zsiAAn Fxplanatoty Discourse ly Tan Chet-QuaofQuang-Chew-Fu, Gent
(London, 1773).
Copyrigjit © 2009 AMS Press, Inc. All d^ts reserved.
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account of the English landscaping revolution. Not only did he tout the
new horticultural naturalism of England as "[what is] only suited to the
opulence of a free country, where emulation reigns among many
independent particulars," but he also glorified it by belittling what he
called the "fantastic sharawadgi" of China and the "regular formality" of
France.^ "[Particularly] tendentious, resourceful, and above aU, horribly
persuasive,"^ Walpole's chronology has been the master-text, so to
speak, of English garden history for the last two hundred years or so.
However, its real character as "[a] Whiggish narrative of garden
progress'"* has lately begun to be recognized. This being the case, it
seems high time that the Oriental connection of the English garden
which Chambers asserted but Walpole denied should be given another
close look.
Diversely significant, the issue deserves to be taken up again, but
the idea of the connection itself should not have been controversial at
aU. For his ideological and nationalistic purposes, Walpole may have
needed to link the regularity of the French and the irregularity of the
Chinese with autocracy on the one hand and with whimsical inconsequentiality on the other. However, nothing he did could have changed
the fact that what was done in England before the sudden popularity of
the naturalistic design was a copy of what was done in France, Italy, and
Holland, but after it, it became strikingly similar to what was practiced
in the Far East. At the time of composing his questionable history,
Walpole may not have been aware of the second part of this fact, but
before his death in 1797, he could very well have realized it. In 1793—94,
Lord Macartney had led the first English embassy to China. Though not
successful in opening up more trade, he brought back a lot of useful
information. Among other things, he recorded in his journal his visits
to the imperial gardens near Pekin and atJehol. Admiring what he saw
and praising the Chinese gardener as "the painter of nature," he noted
his pleasant surprise at "the rural scenery of Chinese gardening" or
"such vicissitudes of rural delight, as I did not conceive could be felt out
of England, being at different moments enchanted by scenes perfectly
^ Horace Walpole, On Modem Gardening, ed. Rebecca More (Hackney; Stourton Press, 1987),
52, 36, and 36.
'John Dixon Hunt,"Approaches (New and Old) to Garden History,"in Perspectives on Garden
Histories, ed. Michel Conan (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library, 1999), 84.
""John Dixon Hunt, Greater Perfection: The Practice of Garden Theory (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 209.
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similar to those I had known there, to the magnificence of Stowe, the
soft beauties of Woburn or the fairy-land of Painshill."^
Walpole never saw what Macartney did. However, it was stiU odd
that he should have attacked Chambers for giving the French the idea
that "[the] Chinese excel in the art of laying out gardens" and "[their]
taste in that is good, and what we have for some time past been aiming
at in England.'"' If anything, what Chambers said seemed a fairly
common perception. "There is a new taste in gardening just arisen," as
Sir Thomas Robinson wrote as early as 1734 to his father-in-law,"which
has been practised with so great success at the Prince's garden in Town,
that a general alteration of some of the most considerable gardens in the
kingdom is begun, after Mr Kent's notion of gardening, viz., to lay them
out, and work without either level or line."^ By this method, he went on
to point out, gardening "is the more agreeable, as when finished, it has
the appearance of beautiful nature, without being told, one would
imagine art had no part in the finishing, and is, according to what one
hears of the Chinese, entirely after their models for works of this nature,
where they never plant straight Unes or make regular designs."® The new
fashion was not without its detractors, but even their criticism often
helped inadvertently to confirm the alien origin of the recent change.
"[The] Chinese taste, which has already taken possession of our gardens,
our buildings and our furniture," as a disgrunded author of The Connois
seur comra&vAtA in 1755, "will also find a way into our churches; and
how elegant must a monxunent appear, which is erected in the Chinese
taste, and embellished with dragons, beUs, pagods and mandarins?"'
Just as Sir Thomas Robinson associated not only the new passion
for nature but also the star gardener of the moment with the Far East,
so Walpole himself implicidy saw things this way back in the 1750s.
"There is not a citizen who does not take more pains to torture his acre
and half into irregularities," he wrote in a contribution to The World in
1753, "than he formerly would have employed to make it as formal as

^ George Macartney, An Emhas^ to China: Being the Journal Kept ty herd Macartney during his
Emhasy to the Emperor Ch'ien-lung 1793-94, ed.J. L. Cranmer-Byng (Hamden: Archon Books,
1963), 116,95, and 126.
' Chambers, Designs of Chinese Buildings, iii and iii-iv.
' Sir Thomas Robinson, "Letter to the Earl of Carlisle, December 23,1734," quoted in John
Dixon Hunt, William Kent: Eandscape Garden Designer (London; A Zwemmer, 1987), 46.
' Hunt, William Kent, 46.
' "No. 73, June 19, 1755," The Connoisseur (JjorsBors, 1755-56), 2:438.
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his cravat."'® "Kent, the friend of nature," he qiaickly went on to say,
"was the Calvin of this reformation, but like tiie oilier champion of
tmth, after having routed tinsel and trumpery, with the true zeal of a
founder of a sect, he pushed his discipline to the deformity of
holiness."" Whether or not he remembered his own words, he
painstakingly kept Kent away later from any demeaning contamination
of irregularity so that he could enshrine him as a great national hero
who was "painter enough to taste the charms of landscape, bold and
opinionative enough to dare and to dictate, and born with a genius to
strike out a great system from the twilight of imperfect essays."'^ In
reality, however, the well-known aversion of Kent to a straight line
which Walpole helped to make into a legend expressed nothing more
than a widely shared new credo about the identification of nature and
beauty with irregularity or asymmetry. Without the prestige of what he
so dismissively called "the fantastic sharawad^ of the Chinese,"" the
sudden and drastic transformation of English taste in landscaping very
likely would not have occurred at the time it did.
By discussing nothing less than the word "sharawadgi" in 1685, Sir
William Temple started the whole chain of events. While the best forms
of gardens in the English and continental European tradition are usually
thought of as in some way regular, as he teUs his readers in a weUpubhcized essay on the landscaping art, "there may be other forms
wholly irregular that may.. .have more beauty than any of the others.""
"Among us," he says, "the beauty of building and planting is placed
chiefly in some certain proportions, symmetries, or uniformities; our
walks and our trees ranged so as to answer one another, and at exact
distances."" "The Chineses," he goes on to point out, "scorn this way
of planting, and say, a boy, that can tell an hundred, may plant walks of
trees in straight lines, and over-against one another, and to what length
and extent he pleases."" "But their greatest reach of imagination," he
explains, "is employed in contriving figures, where the beauty shall be

"No. 6, February 8,1753," The IFor/i (London, 1757), 1:37.
" The World, 1:37.
Walpole, On Modem Gardening, 38.
" Walpole, On Modem Gardening, 50.
" William Temple, "Upon the Gardens of Epicurus; or, of Gardening," The Works of Sir
William Temple (New York: Greenwood Press, 1968), 3:237.
" Temple, "Gardening," ilZil.
Temple, "Gardening," 3:237.
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great, and strike the eye, but without any order or disposition of parts
that shall be commonly or easily observed: and, though we have hardly
any notion of this sort of beauty, yet they have a particular word to
express it, and, where they find it hit their eye at first sight, they say the
sharawadg is fine or is admirable, or any such expression of esteem.""
Because of Temple, "sharawadgi" or the implied notion of beauty
conceptualized in terms of asymmetry or irregularity rather than
symmetry or regularity became in time the rallying cry of a powerful
propaganda campaign against the old English and European way of
laying out gardens. Hius, in 1709, Shaftesbury announced his passion
"for things of a natural kind, where neither art nor the conceit or caprice
of man has spoiled their genuine order by breaking in upon that
primitive state."'® Going conspicuously against his own lifelong training
in classicism which must have taught him the inalienable affinity of
beauty with geometry and symmetry, he professed satisfaction with "the
rude rocks, the mossy caverns, the irregular unwrought grottos and
broken falls of waters" rather than with the formal magnificence of
princely gardens." Thus, in 1712, Joseph Addison similarly exalted
natural beauty over artifice. "The Beauties of the most stately Garden
or Palace lie in a narrow Compass, the Imagination immediately runs
them over, and requires something else to gratifie her"; he notes, "but,
in the wide Fields of Namre, the Sight wanders up and down without
Confinement, and is fed with an infinite variety of Images, without any
certain Stint or Number."^ Thus, in 1713, Alexander Pope also
censured "the modern Practice of Gardening [for receding] from
Nature, not only in the various Tonsure of Greens into the most regular
and formal Shapes, but even in monstrous Attempts beyond the reach
of the Art it self."^' Though not always acknowledged explicitly, the
catalyst behind all these enormously important and influential initial
calls for change was Temple and his idea of the asymmetrically or
irregularly planted garden in China.

" Temple, "Gardening," 2:237-38.
" Anthony, Earl of Shaftesbury, The Moralists,in Characteristics ofMen, Manners, Opinions, Times,
ed. John M. Robertson (IndianapoUs: Bobbs-Merrill, 1964), 2:125.
" Shaftesbury, The Moralists, 2:125.
® Joseph Addison, "The Spectator, No. 414, June 25, 1712," in The Spectator, ed. Donald F.
Bond (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), 3:549.
Alexander Pope,"The Guardian, No. 173, Tuesday, September 29,1713,"in The ProseWorks
of AlexanderPope, ed. Norman Ault (Westport: Greenwood Press, VTIT), 1:148.
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Following the amateur theorists, gardening professionals like Batty
Langley gradually also jumped on the bandwagon against "that regular,
stiff, and stuft up Manner" and for "Designs that are truly Grand and
Noble, after Nature's own manner.In the slow process of moving
away from the classical European conceptualization of beauty centered
on geometrical shape and symmetrical order, they often alluded to or
paraphrased Temple's notion of Chinese gardening as their familiar and
reassuring authority. Whdle promoting what he called "a kind of Exten
sive Gard'ning, not yet much us'd witih us," for instance, Stephen Switzer went out of his way to mention how it "was and is the manner of
Gard'ning amongst the Chinese, who, as an ingenious Author of our own
Country observes, ridicule the Europeans on account of that Mathemati
cal Exacmess and crimping Stiffness that appears in our Way of
Gard'ning.Similarly, in a crucial study about the landscaping art in
Roman antiqiuty, Robert Castell recycled what he termed "the Accounts
we have of the preset Manner of Designing in China" into a handy
hermeneutic tool so that he could conveniently decipher one of the
gardening methods which Pliny the Younger is thought to have
employed as "a close Imitation of Nature; where, tho' the Parts are
disposed with the greatest Art, the Irregularity is still preserved; so that
their Manner may not improperly be said to be an artful Confusion,
where there is no Appearance of that Skill which is made use of their
Rocks, Cascades, and Trees, bearing their natural forms."^'^
Though admiring the notion of sharawadgiin 1685, Temple actually
discouraged any attempts to imitate it. "pThey] are adventures of too
hard achievement for any cotnmon hands": he says, "and though there
may be more honour if they succeed well, yet there is more dishonour
if they fad, and it is twenty to one they wiU; whereas in regular figures
it is hard to make any great and remarkable faults."^ In his very first
essay on Chinese landscaping. Chambers echoed Temple's caution.
Using it to disparage the direction into which Lancelot (Capability)
Brown was then taking the landscaping art of England, he reminded his
readers that "the art of laykig out grounds, after the Chinese manner, is

^ Batty Langley, Nm Prindpks of Gardening (London, 1728), iv and vii.
^ Stephen Switzer, Ichnographia Bjisiica: or, the Nobleman, Gentleman, and Gardener's 'Recreation
(London, 1718), Ltd and Lxxxviii.
Robert Cast^, The Villas of the Ancients Illustrated (London, 1728), 116-17.
Temple, "Gardening," 3:238.
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exceedingly difficult, and not to be attained by persons of narrow
intellects."^ Even though the pedigree of the English garden already
became contested before the earliest public pronouncement of
Chambers, George Mason would still, in the late 1760s, chart and assess
the evolution of the English naturalistic design in terms of reactions to
Temple's warning. "Little did Sir William Temple imagine," he said,
"that in about half a century the Chinese would become the fashionable
taste of his country; or that so many adventurers in it would do great
justice to his observation, and prove by their works how difficult it is to
succeed in the undertaking."^^ With this view, Walpole could hardly
disagree more, but even in his half-factual and half-fictional chronology,
he also remembered Temple's advice and measured out the audacity of
Kent's supposed innovation in relation to it.
Had Walpole not sensed insult in the French association of the
new English garden with the Far East and had he not then felt impelled
to defend the indigenous honor of his favorite subject matter, the
Oriental connection of the English landscaping revolution might not
have been so contentious. Whether or not the national pride of England
was ever at stake, the real issue always seems to be how the kind of
Chinese ideas pivotal for the change of the English taste reached
England and what was and still is the significance of this remarkable
cross-cultural interaction. While reflecting on the unexpected visual
resemblance of the Chinese and English pleasure grounds in the early
1790s, Lord Macarmey in a way already pointed to the need of
investigation into these questions. Knowing weD the controversy about
the appellation of the new English garden in France, he sounded more
than a little defensive or self^defensive in his comment that if Mr.
Brown or Mr. Hamilton had access to China, he "should have sworn
they had drawn their happiest ideas from the rich sources which I have
tasted this day."® Brown and Hamilton had never been to China.
However, Macartney was not the only one who went from England or
Europe to the Far East in the eighteenth century or before. Who were
those other people who had been there and seen and talked about the
distinctively different garden layout? In the early modem period, few
Chinese had set foot in England or Europe, but was the kind of

^ Chambers, Designs of Chinese Buildings, 19.
George Mason, An Essay on Design in Gardening (London, 1768), 26.
28
Macartney,
Embassy to China, 126.
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naturalistic landscapes which they favored available at all in some visual
or artistic representation to anyone attentive in this regard in England
and Europe?
Here it is that Chambers can be the useful starting point of an
investigation. Bom in 1723 to a Scottish couple in Sweden, he entered
the service of the Swedish East India Company at sixteen. Between
1743 and 1749, he twice visited Canton, the only Chinese coastal city
open to foreign traders until mid nineteenth century. His family wanted
him to choose a mercantile career, but sensitive and precocious, he very
early set his mind on architecture, a profession in which he would later
distinguish himself. In Canton, he was exposed to Chinese arts. One of
these was gardening, which impressed him indelibly. Embodying the
Oriental affiliation of beauty and art with not only nature but also nature
understood in terms of how things were in their own spontaneity rather
than how they ought to be according to a totalizing idea of order
imposed from the outside, it had little in common with what he would
later leam during his formal architectural training in France and Italy in
the 1750s, but he liked it and would retain his enthusiasm. When writing
about it in the late 1750s and the early 1770s to criticize rather than
commend English gardening, he drew at least partly on his own earlier
experiences in China. Resenting his thinly disguised denigration of
Brown in 1772, his cynical critics often attributed his criticism to his loss
of a major commission in 1770 for Lord Clive's large estate, Claremont
Park. In doing so, they often overlooked the fact that in 1757 Chambers
already portrayed English gardeners as eager but inept imitators of the
Chinese. He knew the subject much better than his critics ever credited
him. However, as he readily admitted in 1757, the kind of gardens he
saw in Canton was very small and was not the kind which made the
most important impact in England.
For his information about the kind of Chinese gardens he liked and
promoted. Chambers relied on a letter which Jean Denis Attiret wrote
in 1743 from Pekin and which was published first in French in 1749 and
then in English in 1752. Attiret was a French Jesuit. In his letter, he
glowed over the infinitely varied valleys, rivers, and ornamental
buildings of the Chinese emperor's pleasure ground Yuan Ming Yuan
near Pekin, praising profusely what he called "a beautiful Disorder and
a wandering as far as possible from all the Rules of Art" and what, via
the words of unidentified Chinese artists, he termed "a natural and wild
View of the Country; a rural Retirement, and not a Palace form'd
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according to all the Rules of Art."^' Witnessing what Attiret described
as a guest of the Chinese emperor, Macartney later largely authenticated
his account. As the first European person to provide a detailed written
record of the famed garden which the British and the French would
loot, burn, and destroy in 1860, Attiret is very important. However,
what is much more important is how he had access to not only what
Chambers did not and could not see in Canton but also what even other
European missionaries did not and could not experience right in Pekin.
As he explained in his letter, he was allowed into the imperial pleasure
groimd because he was a painter. It is as an artist in the service of the
Chinese emperor that he noted both the general difference of Chinese
gardening from European practice and such specific contrasts as the
walks leading from one valley to another which turned and wound
rather than going straight as in Europe.
Since the late sixteenth century. Catholic missionaries had been in
China. In reports about their activities, gardens were sometimes
mentioned. In the first composite book about the middle kingdom
published in 1585, Juan Gonzalez de Mendoza described the residences
of the provincial governors as having "within them great gardens, water
ponds and woods compassed about.In particular, he noted the inside
of the houses decorated with burnished paper, floors paved with broad
and smooth square stones, ceilings painted with somethinglike damask,
and the fish pool furnished though small. While traveling in the
provinces as the only outsiders allowed into the interior of the country,
the missionaries often checked out depictions left by European travelers
of an earlier era. Tracing Marco Polo's footsteps in the southeast, for
instance, Matteo Ricci, the founder of the Jesuit mission in China,
verified the identity of Hamceu (Hangzhou) with what the famous
Venetian traveler called "the splendid cityof Kinsai, whose name means
'City of Heaven'.In the abridged English version of the account,
Purchas had Ricci describe how "[there] is also a Lake close to the Citie,
which the eye can scarcely measure, which sliding into a Valley
encompassing, embossed with divers Hillocks, hath given occasion to

® Jean Denis Attiret, A Particular Account of the Emperor of China's Gardens near Pekin, trans. Sir
Harry Beaumont (London, 1752), 38 and 38-39.
™ Quoted in Hugh Honour, Chinoiserie: The
(London: John Murrary, 1961), 17.
" Marco Polo, The Travels of Marco Polo, trans. Ronald Latham (London: Folio Society, 1968),
179.
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Art to shew her utmost in the adorning the same, beautifying all those
spacious banks with Houses, Gardens, Groves; a very Labyrinth to the
bewitched eyes, not knowing whereat most in this Maze to bee most
amazed, wherein most to delight.
Throughout the seventeenth century, the accounts of Gonzalez
and Ricci were widely read. They very likely contributed to such an
image as given in 1700 by an operatic performance of Shakespeare's A
Midsummer Mint's Dream which was set in "a transparent prospect of a
Chinese garden, the Architecture, the Trees, the Plants, the Fruit, the
Birds, the Beasts, quite different from what we have in this part of the
World."^^ However, they did not and could not start any horticultural
revolution. The delightful maze which amazed Ricci in Hamceu may
sound like the graceful disorder which Temple later heard about, but
being not an artist like Attiret or Chambers, the otherwise multitalented
father could only make the involved pleasure ground of China alien or
exotic in his written representation. In the second half of the seven
teenth century, some missionaries did become more lucid about the
peculiarity of Chinese gardening, but being likewise not enough
artistically trained or inclined, they also did not quite catch the signifi
cance. In the 1670s, for instance, two members of the Jesuit mission
observed how the gardens of their Chinese acquaintances "are very
green and delightful, because of the conveniency of watering them with
fresh Rivers, but they have but small sldll to dress and order them."^"*
Similarly, in the 1690s, Father Louis le Comte talked about how "[the]
Chinese, who so little apply themselves to order their Gardens,...make
Grotto's in them, raise little pretty Artificial Eminences, transport
thither by pieces whole Rocks, which they heap one upon another,
without any further design, than to imitate Nature."^^
In the context of what Gonzalez, Ricci, and others said about the
Chinese garden, the significance of Chambers and Attiret becomes
evident. Between them, they help sketch out the person who not only
provided Sir William Temple with the notion and the word of sharawadgi
but also persuaded him against the dictum of his classical education that

Purchas, His Pilgrims (London, 1625), 3:409.
Quoted in Jonathan D.Spence, TieChan's Great Continent: China in Western Minds(New York:
Norton, 1998), 65.
China and Trance, Or Two Treatises (London, 1676), 75.
Louis le Comte, Memoirs and Observations, 2nd ed. (London, 1698), 159.
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something irregular could also be beautiful. As one of the most
prominent English admirers of the middle kingdom in the seventeenth
cenmry. Temple may have obtained much of his information from
J esuit missionaries who prolifically published on various aspects of their
host country. As a longtime diplomatic representative of the English
crown in the Netherlands, he may also have mingled with oceangoing
employees of the Dutch East India Company which dominated the Far
Eastern trade through much of the seventeenth century. However, no
Jesuit descriptions of Chinese gardening which could potentially shatter
old fashions and spearhead a new style of landscaping ever came out in
the seventeenth century. Neither did or could any of the Dutch traders
who had been to Canton see the kind of Chinese pleasure grounds
which were large and could immediately impress and captivate them.
Temple must have heard about the irregular garden of the Far East
from someone who had actually been there, but that someone must
have experienced much more than the highly restricted special trade
zone in Canton to which the Chinese trade officials confined foreign
merchants and he must have been enough artistically initiated to be
much more than vaguely aware of the general differences between
China and Europe in landscaping.
In retrospect. Temple's informant may very likely have been
connected with one of the three embassies which the Dutch govern
ment sent to the newly triumphant Qing Court between 1655 and 1664.
In 1665, an account of the first official visit was published by John
Nieuhoff who served on that trip as steward to the envoys Jakob de
Keyzer and Pieter de Goijer. Translated into English in 1669, it was
especially important as one of the very few reliable non-missionary
publications about China in the seventeenth century. In it, he provided
information about diverse manners and arts of the middle kingdom,
including gardening. He was fascinated, for instance, with the artificial
rock hills which are a distinctive feature of a Chinese pleasure ground
both then and now. He was also dazzled by "pleasant Gardens, Palaces,
Woods, Pools, Rivers, and delicate Summer Houses, which the
Emperour caused to be made for his pleasure."^^ These may be part of
what Attiret and Macartney saw in the next century. However, Nieuhoff
coyly declined to give details. "If I should relate all the other Artificial
''John Nieuhoff, An Embassyfrom the East-IndiaCompany ofthe United Provincesto the Grand Tartar
Cham, Emperor of China (London, 1669), 128.
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Ornaments, as of Gardens, Wilderness, Pools, and other particulars
which adorn this Court," he says, "I should far exceed the bounds of
what I intend, and perhaps to some of belief; this shall only suffice to
set forth the wonders of this most Magnificent Palace."^^ Though less
informative than he could be on this occasion, was he or any of the
artists who went to Pekin with him and who drew the many illustrations
of his book more communicative elsewhere?
Whether attached to the first, or the second, or the third of the
three Dutch embassies, the person who told Temple about sharawadgi
must have seen the large-scaled imperial gardens near Pekin and been
enough artistically savvy and sophisticated to talk about them intelli
gently in terms of a productive contrast with the practice of Europe.
Coming from such a person, the account of Chinese gardening which
Temple heard must have heen much more than what Hugh Honour
calls "the very haziest notions."^^ Though dismissively associated nowa
days with such inauthentic and ephemeral chinoiserie constructions as a
pagoda or a fretwork bridge spanned over a brook and flanked by the
boughs of a weeping willow which occasionally conjured up "the vision of Cathay,"^' the influence of the Far East in reality manifested itself
firom the very first in a differently awakened appreciation of nature and
in the daring and provocative identification of it with beauty in spite of
its irregularity. Temple may have warned against adopting the as)mimetrical plantation method, but twentieth-century scholarship has shown
that he tried nothing less than that before 1700 in one corner of his
garden where he laid out randomly winding pathways and seemingly
disorderly vistas.'"' Similarly, in one of the earliest instances of the new
landscaping practice at Wray Wood, he is thought to have exerted
decisive influence on Lord Carlisle in preserving the mature beech trees

Nieuhoff, An Embas^ to China, 129.
Honour, Chinoiserie, 143.
Honour, Chinoiserie, 143. Similar dismissive connection of the Chinese influence on the
English garden with chinoiserie can be found in OUver Imprey, Chinoiserie: The Impact of Oriental
Styles onWestern Art and Decoration (New York:Charles Sctibner's Sons, 1977); Dawnjacobson,
Chinoiserie (London: Phaidon Press, 1993); and more recently, David L. Porter's "Monstrous
Beauty: Eighteenth-Century Fashion and the Aesthetics of the Chinese Taste," EighteenthCentury Studies (2002): 395—411.
See Christopher Hussey, English Gardens and Eandscapes, 1700-1750 (New York: Funk &
WagnaUs, 1967), 21.
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and preventing the professional gardener George London frotn cutting
a geometrically shaped network of straight walks through it.''^
Whoever may have told Temple about the sharawadgi of China, he
was not the only one who was well placed and well qualified to talk
about it and who, by doing so at a most propitious moment, determined
the direction of the English landscaping development. Better docu
mented but similarly not enough appreciated so far, Matteo Ripa is one
other instance of such a person. He was an Italian secular priest and was
in the middle kingdom from 1711 to 1723. Like Attiret, he was also an
artist and therefore spent much of his time in China serving the pleasure
of the emperor at the Qing court. In such a capacity, he knew firsthand
how Chinese landscaping "is in a taste quite different from the
European; for whereas we seek to exclude nature by art, leveling hills,
drying up lakes, felling trees, bringing paths into a straight line,
constructing fountains at a great expense, and raising flowers in rows,
the Chinese, on the contrary, by means of art endeavor to imitate
nature.'"*^ He was particularly familiar with the imperial pleasure
grounds atJehol which was located about 140 miles northeast of Pekin
and which Lord Macarmey visited in the early 1790s. In 1713, Ripa was
ordered by the emperor Kangxi to engrave thirty-six views of the then
newly constmcted palaces and gardens there. On his way back to
Europe in late 1724, he made a stopover of almost a month in London
where he was made much of by not only the English East India
Company but also King George 1. As a memento and a present, he gave
the king an impression of the map of China and Tartary which he
himself had engraved for the emperor Kangxi between 1713 and 1719.
In his memoir, Ripa did not record any conversation in London
about Chinese gardening, but he must have been asked about it, because
he is now generally believed to have sold or given a set of his engravings
about the Chinese imperial palaces and gardens at Jehol to the Earl of
Burlington.''^ In addition to being the self-dedicated high priest of the
neo-PaUadian style in architecmre, Burlington was also a leader of the
new naturalistic fashion in landscaping. Around him, he gathered almost
•" See Timothy Mowl, Gentlemn and flayers: Gardeners of the English Landscape (Stroud: Sutton
Publishing, 2000), 65.
Matteo Ripa, Memoirs of Father Ripa, selected and translated by Fortunato Prandi (London,
1849), 74.
For the discovery of these engravings, see Basil Gray, "Lord Burlington and Father Ripa's
Chinese Engravings," British MuseumQuarterly 22 (1960): 40-43.
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everyone important in the emerging and increasingly influential cult of
horticulmral naturalism, including Alexander Pope, Robert Castell, and
William Kent, the beloved star of Walpole who studied classical painting
in Italy from 1709 to 1719 and who was expected by his rich English
patrons to become a "^RaphaelSecundus"^ but who turned out to be less
than mediocre in the required skiU or inspiration. Burlington himself
had twice visited Italy by 1724. Being able to communicate with Ripa in
Italian or other European languages, he and Kent could have heard him
talk directly about the "labyrinths of artificial hills, intersected with
numerous paths and roads, some straight and others undulating; some
in the plain and the valley, others carried over bridges and to the summit
of the hiUs by means of mstic work of stones and shells."^^ Given what
Ripa was able to say technically about Chinese landscaping, is it any
wonder that the garden for Burlington's Chiswick villa which Kent had
just then begun to design should have worked out in a partially natural
form? When he went on to plan, the gardens at Holkham, Norfolk, is
it surprising that the seemingly free and haphazard placement of trees
and ornamental structures should have resembled Ripa's engraving?''^
As a crucial link in the transmission of Chinese gardening ideas to
England, Ripa is uniquely significant because of the engraved images of
the Chinese emperor's pleasure ground at Jehol. However, they were
not the only visual representations of the naturalistic landscapes which
the Chinese favored and which were seen in the West. Since the second
half of the sixteenth century, Europe had been increasingly inundated
with decorative art objects from China. Between 1602 and 1682, for
instance, the Dutch East India Company shipped over 3.2 million pieces
of Chinese and Japanese porcelain to Holland. Many of these were
embellished with painted natural landscapes or garden scenes. "[Who
ever] observes the work upon the best India gowns, or the painting
upon their best screens or purcellans," as Sir WiUiam Temple says, "will
find their beauty is aU of this kind (that is) without order."^^ As the

WiUiam Kent, William Kent's letters from Italy to BurrellMassingberd (Lincolnshire Archives),
undated but summer 1714; quoted inJohn Dixon Hunt, William KentKandscapeGarden Designer,
32.
Ripa, Memoirs of Father BJpa, 74.
For a detailed study of the impact of Ripa and his Chinese engravings on William Kent, see
Rudolf Wittkower,"English Neo-PaUadianism, the Landscape Garden, China, and the Enlight
enment," Uarte; rivista di storia dell'arte 6 (1969): 18-35.
Temple, "Gardening," 3:238.
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raging fashion of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries,
large numbers of Chinese porcelain pieces were amassed inside the
grand staterooms of the rich and powerful and displayed proudly and
prominendy on specially built shelves or ledgers, while formal gardens
were planted outside. Daniel Marot, the French-born garden designer
of William and Mary at Hampton Court, may not have paid much
attention to the landscape and garden images on the much prized
porcelain pieces, but did others see them and get inspiration from them
after the championship of Temple, Shaftesbury, Addison, and Pope
made the asymmetrical layout of the Chinese garden popular?
In spite of its highly unusual association with asymmetry or
irregularity rather than symmetry or regularity, the Chinese gardening
style was not the only idea which inclined the English in the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries to look favorably upon
nature or to consider utilizing the beauty of natural or agricultural
scenery outside garden walls in a landscaping design. During the Middle
Ages, the Augustinian theology of the Christian Church made people
fear mountains, rivers, and other ordinary natural objects. However, the
very need of Augustine to express disapproval or condemnation at the
fact that "(people] are moved to wonder by mountain peaks, by vast
waves of the sea, by broad waterfalls on rivers, by the all-embracing
extent of the ocean, by the revolutions of the stars'"*® indicates the
extent to which nature and even wild nature was then still admired or
revered. In any case, well before the medieval period came to an end
and well before the triumphant discoveries of modern experimental
science dissipated any remaining charges of evil lodged by religion
against nature, "a genuine, hearty enjoyment of the external world," as
Jacob Burckhardt pointed out a long time ago, "was again in existence,
and found lively expression in the minstrelsy of different nations, which
gives evidence of the sympathy felt with all the simple phenomena of
nature—spring with its flowers, the green fields and the woods.'"***
When the dark days were finally over, one of the very first signs about
the changing of times was the possibility of scaling a mountain for its
own sake and letting oneself be moved along the way by various

^Saint Aiigustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford:Oxford University Press, 1998),
187.
""Jacob Burckhardt, TheCivilisation of theVMiaissance in Itafy, trans. S. G. C. Middlemore (Lon
don: Penguin, 1990), 178.
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encountered views. In this regard, it is not surprising that Petrarch's
weU-recorded ascent of Mont Ventoux near Avignon in 1336 marked
not so much the trivial spur of a moment for an impemous young man
as a memorable and momentous rite of passage for European history.
During the Middle Ages, European gardens were essentially
inward-looking. As sequestered spots of cultivation and contemplation
often located inside the enclosed courtyards of monasteries and
cathedrals and used to emblematize the intensely felt sentiment of
human humility under the repressing weight of religion, they were
deliberately cut off from the lively and vibrant outside world. Both
before and after the medieval period, however, the pleasure grounds of
Europe were distinctively outward-looking. Exuding the irrepressible
confidence or self-confidence of their rich and powerful owners, they
were consciously linked up with the diverse vistas around the artificially
landscaped areas so as to gain added value and appreciation. In his
famous letters about his Laurentian and Tuscan villas, for instance, PUny
the Younger took no small delight in mentioning the pleasing sights of
meadows, rivers, mountains, and valleys, all let in to view rather than
shut out from the immediate vicinity of his estate. Keeping in mind
what Pliny wrote and what Vitruvius once stipulated about the
importance of good air circulation and dry soil conditions for a villa,
Leon Battista Alberti similarly advised everyone of his Renaissance
Italian patrons to btoild his residence on a hill slope so that "he can
uncontrolled enjoy all the pleasures and conveniences of air, sun, and
fine prospects, go down easily at any time into his estate, receive
strangers handsomely and spaciously, be seen by passengers for a good
way round, and have a view of some City, Towns, the Sea, an open plain
and the tops of some known Hills and Mountains."^"
Perennially popular, the pastoral strand of classical literature also
made sure that European gardening included a certain trace or evoca
tion of nature or agriculmre. Whether the delight which Pliny the
Younger so exuberantly took with rustic scenes outside his estates had
anything to do with his literary readings, it may be difficult to say, but
the development of a grove/boschetto or forest-like parkland within the
boundaries of a Renaissance Italian villa is very well known to have
been influenced by the idea of an idyUic mral retirement as eulogized by

^Leon Battista Alberti, TheA.rchitectuT^ofljeo Battista Alberti in Ten Books (London, 1739), 1:98.
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Virgil in his Eclogues and Georgics and by Horace in his Epodes and by the
notion of such beautiful and luxurious abodes of the gods like the
Elysian Fields as celebrated by Homer in his Odjss^. As distinct from
the well-cultivated terraces and parterres close to the house as from any
uncultivated natural scenery outside the garden walls, this pastoral area
of trees, grottos, and clustered sculptures mediated not only between
nature and art but sometimes even between aesthetics and politics.
Between 1606 and 1633, for instance. Cardinal Scipione Borghese
constmcted the viUa of his namesake on the Pincian Hill close to the
center of Rome, and among its many attractions was a hunting park
which consisted of a lake, an open meadow with livestock and game,
and forest-like groves. Like others who were then newly made rich and
powerful through connections with various popes, Borghese, nephew
of Pope Paul V (reigned 1605—21), patronized painters like Claude
Lorrain whose idealized landscape paintings as much evoked Virgil and
Horace and mythologized the recent acquisition of land in the Roman
Campagna by the Church aristocracy and their willful transformation of
agricultural practice from cereal production to livestock-raising as the
deliberate inclusion of a pastoral area in the formal garden layout by
Borghese and other papal families.
Always an integral part of the larger European culture but up until
the early eighteenth century more a trickle-down outlet than an
originating source, England was eager to receive new artistic and cultural
ideas from the continent after the self-inflicted traumas of the Civil War
and the Interregnum. In gardening, the English are often said nowadays
to have then copied the Dutch and the French. In reality, knowing
where the Dutch and the French got their blueprints, they always
reserved their highest regard for the Italians. Listed by Sir William
Temple as "the most beautiful and perfect, at least in the figure and
disposition,"^^ for instance, the pleasure ground of Moor-Park in
Hertfordshire which Temple described in his 1685 gardening essay was
unmistakably modeled after the Renaissance Italian villa with the house
situated on a hiU slope and with the garden divided into a formal part of
terraces and parterres close to the residence and a less formal part of
groves and fruit trees further away. Had the English not already caught
up at the end of the seventeenth century with the continental European

' Temple, "Gardening," 3:235.
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sympathy for a certain association of landscaping design with nature
and/or agriculture, they might not have been so open-minded about the
very differently conceptualized Chinese gardening style. Had the much
admired Italian and, to a lesser extent, French gardens not already
included a certain idea of nature or agrictolture through boschetto,
groves, wildernesses, and hunting grounds, it tnight not have been so
easy for such early promoters of the new irregular style as Stephen
Switzer and Robert Castell to even mention the Chinese and the
classical Romans in the same breath or to talk about the theory and
practice of both interchangeably. The Chinese concept of a naturalistic
garden was indeed part of what Tom Turner calls "[the] grand
coalition...then assembled in an English garden."^^ However, it was far
from just one of those ideas incidentally or accidentally present at the
English landscaping revolution.
Back in ancient Rome, Pliny the Younger evidently enjoyed the
sights of mountains, valleys, rivers, and meadowlands surrounding his
villas, but that did not seem to have made him think twice about
designing the landscaped areas close to his house geometrically and
S3mmetricaUy and having the trees in those spots lined up and cut into
various shapes and figures. Similarly, Leon Battista Alberti clearly
advised his Renaissance Italian patrons to construct villas on hiU slopes
so as to take full advantage of various natural and agricultural prospects,
but that did not seem to have stopped him from telling them to plant
trees inside the garden proper "in rows exactly even, and answering to
one another exactly upon strait lines" or reminding them that "[it] was
a good agreeable piece of flattery among the ancient Gardeners, to trace
their masters names in box, or in sweet-smeUing herbs, in Parterres."^^
At a symbolic moment of European history, Petrarch was deeply moved
by what he saw on Mont Ventoux into ignoring the direst warnings of
Augustine about evil and seductive nature, but the wide publication of
his experience did not seem to have deterred any Renaissance Italian
gardener from envisioning an ideal pleasure ground in terms of what
Rene Rapin calls "that symmetry of parts, which /is now visible in every
Garden, [and which] is that exact beauty to which nothing can be

^ Tom Turner, English Garden Design: Histo^ and Styles since 1650 (Woodbridge: Antique
Collector's Club, 1986), 30.
Alberti, Architecture^ 83.
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added."®'' The mesmerizing poetry of Homer, Virgil, and Horace may
have encouraged the development of artificially planted groves, wilder
nesses, and meadows, but they were merely variations of regularity
rather than anything genuinely irregular because the involved trees were
invariably Uned up very carefully and the parkland was always as much
about "the role of man in the world of nature, and the creation of order
from chaos" as the more conspicuously regulated sections close to the
house.®®
Aside from the historical link of English gardening with continental
European landscaping, the unintermpted great admiration of the
English for various aspects of the Roman and Renaissance Italian
culture made it understandable for the EngKsh garden to continue
bearing certain visual reminders of Italy throughout the eighteenth
century, especially in sculpmre and ornamental buildings. However, just
because the tame and timid reform proposals put forward by the first
theorists of the new irregular style stiU called for "magnificent Statues
and Water-works," "long extended, shady Walks and Groves," and
other identifiable Italian garden features,®^ it does not necessarily mean
that the entire changeover of English pleasure grounds amounted to
nothing more than "classical gardening domiciled in England"®^ or
"[the] late geometric style...taken to its logical conclusion."®® Similarly,
just because the aristocratic disciples of the new namralistic creed more
often than not spent time in Italy, saw the Roman Campagna, bought
landscape paintings of Claude Lorrain or their copies, and experienced
the thriUingly sensuous impact of the Alps, it does not necessarily mean
that, from the very beginning, "what in fact the gardeners were trying
to do...was to recapture the emotions experienced during the Grand
Tour"®'' or that the English landscaping revolution was nothing more

Rene Rapin, Of Gardens, trans. J. E. (London, 1673), A3.
Elizabeth MacDougall,"ArsHortuiorum-.Sixteenth CenturyGarden Iconographyand Literary
Theory in Italy," in The Italian Garden, ed. David R. Coffin (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton
Oaks, 1972), 37-60, 53.
^ Switzer, Ichnographia TatsHca, Irxviii.
"John Dixon Hunt, Garden and Grove: The Italian Renaissance Garden in the English Imagination,
1600-1750 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 188.
Tom Williamson,Tolite Eandscape: Gardens and Society in Eighteenth-Century England (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 52.
" H. p. Clark, The English Eandscape Garden (London, 1948), 19.
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than a matter of "gardeners imitating foreign painters who were evoking
classical authors," as a Tom Stoppard character jokingly puts it.^°
From the substitution of ha-ha or sunken fence for garden walls in
the 1720s to the increasingly widespread preoccupation after 1750 with
perspective or prospects, it was indeed possible for Horace Walpole to
map the progress of English gardening along the misleadingly indige
nous lines of Charles Bridgeman, William Kent, and Lancelot (Capabil
ity) Brown. However, since continental European landscaping never
excluded namral or agricultural views except during the Middle Ages,
could the enlargement of the garden proper to include the surrounding
countryside be all what the English landscaping revolution was about?
Much more than theinclusion of any distant prospect, what really shook
up English landscaping just when English gardeners finally caught up
with the continental European tradition of the formal garden and when
the geometric style arguably reached its "finest flowering" in England'^^
was the simple but exhilarating substimtion of irregularity for regularity
which Sir William Temple first discussed in the late seventeenth century,
which Stephen Switzer, Robert Castell, and other gardening profession
als paraphrased either boldly or timidly in the early decades of the
eighteenth cenmry, and which William Hogarth tried to pin down once
for all in the early 1750s through his famous or infamous "line of
beauty" and "line of grace."®^ In hindsight, it is this decidedly different
conceptualization of beauty and art which shows the uniquely important
role of Chinese gardening ideas in the English landscaping revolution.
European gardeners may not have consistently shunned mstic
sceneries, but they always had, at the very heart of their landscaping
design, an axial scheme which, through geometry and symmetry, worked
the garden and the residential building into a unified whole. As a result
of the new fashion about asymmetrical beauty, the old fixation on order
and regularity achieved painstakingly through straight lines and
symmetrical relations was repudiated in England. "A great comic painter
has proved, I am told, in a piece every day expected," as a contributor
to The World\jto\s. in 1753, "that the line of beauty is an S; I take this
to be the unanimous opinion of aU our professors of horticulture, who
seem to have the most idolatrous veneration for that crooked letter at

Tom Stoppard, Arcadia (London: Faber and Faber, 1993), I.ii, 25.
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the tail of the alphabet."® "Their land, their water," as the same
sarcastic author went on to say, "must be serpentine; and because the
formality of the last age ran too much into right lines and parallels, a
spirit of opposition carries the present universally into curves and
mazes."^'' like Switzer and Castell, Hogarth predictably invoked writers
of European antiquity in discussions of his new aesthetic theory.
However, as Robert Morris argued forcefully as early as 1728, the
correcdy understood Greco-Roman antiquity sanctioned only the idea
of "Order in Disposition, and Variety in Matter" and "[there is no]
possibility of uniting Beauty with Deformity, or Truth with
Falsehood."®
As well as precipitating the dramatic repudiation of geometry and
symmetry in landscaping practice, Chinese gardening ideas also brought
with them a different way of seeing the world, making the new English
garden much more important than a technical innovation or a local art
fashion phenomenon confined largely to the eighteenth century.
Borrowing authority from the Chinese, Sir William Temple's informant
may have poked fun at the design of a garden by the rule and line, but
it was not because regularity was easier than irregularity that both
English and European pleasure grounds used to be laid out geometri
cally and symmetrically. Together with the contrast of what was grown
naturally outside, the geometry-and-mathematics-buttressed axial plan
of a formal garden highlighted not only a dualistic perspective but also
the constant need of externally introduced discipline. In the ideal world
of both European humanist and reUgious traditions, things were well
ordered. However, they were only so because of the power and
beneficence of a god or divine artist who was not a part of that world
but who created it out of disorder and made sure of its good preserva
tion. As much in need of control as the things in the ideal world, the
trees and flowers of a pleasure ground in the real world could never be
trusted with being left alone and had to be disciplined into a particular
shape or pattern according to Plato's theory of forms. This symbolic
power stmggle of art with namre had to be recognized by the spectator
because there was the comparable need inside him or her for the
rational or spiritual to triumph over the sensual or physical.

" "No. 15, Thursday, April 12,1753," The tTor/;/(London, 1757), 1:89-90.
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40

16J0-18J0

As in the West, gardening in the Far East was also inextricably
linked with a worldview. Chinese gardeners did not bother to Hne things
up into any laborious shape or rigid order, but it was not because they
were lazy or unskilled as Father Le Cotnte once thought. Rather than
distrusting and fearing what was irregular, they embraced it as synony
mous with what was spontaneous and what was therefore beautiful.
Though preferring irregularity to regularity, they did not just reverse the
valuation of art and nature as Rousseau did in the eighteenth century,
nor did they even see art and nature or the ideal and the real as
necessarily opposed to one another as did their Western counterparts
inculcated in the Chrisdan-Platonic tradition. In their scheme of things,
the idea of divinity was also paramount. However, what was divine was
not so much any control of the ideal world by a supernatural agent or
any interventionist model of that control for us in the real world as the
amaziug fact of our universe as a creative and self-creative process in
which each and every constituent was bom able to participate spontane
ously and constmctively. Without any direction from the outside, there
was always a way for things to work themselves out. Rather than vainly
imposing his or her own wiU, a gardener must therefore choose to go
with rather than against nature by tapping into that fountain of creative
and self-creative magic so that the irregularly laid out trees, flowers, and
ornamental stmctures could impress and enchant in their own free and
unexpected ways. In its mm, the dovetailing of the namral and the artful
would help a thoughtful spectator to learn about the analogical
relationship of complement rather than conflict between the rational
and the sensual.
In this connection, it is important to note how, following Horace
Walpole, English garden historians may have so far generally misread
Addison's famous complaint against garden walls as "an equation...
between the 'Uberty' of the eye, free to range up and down without
confining walls and the idea of political liberty as a British characteris
tic.'"'^ Addison's wording may seem to support this interpretation, but
the walls in fact never obstmcted any views, not only because the ideal
garden and the related residential building were always buUt on a certain
incline (such as a hill slope) but also because the place to see the garden
and to feel the visual impact was always at the window of a stateroom
Michael Charlesworth, introduction to Tie 'English Garden: literary Sources and Documents, ed.
Michael Charlesworth (Robertsbridge; Helm Information, 1993), 18.
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on the second floor where the owner could proprietarily enjoy or show
off as much the magnificent formality of the axial design inside his
garden as the natural or agricultural scenery beyond. The ideas of
restraint and liberty may indeed be involved in Addison's passage, but
they may not be, or at least not exhausted by, the kind commonly
assumed. In addition or instead, Addison can be more inspiringly seen
to have felt restrained because the trees and flowers inside the garden
were sensed as restrained by not only the walls but also the geometrical
and symmetrical paraphernalia of the formal garden. That momentarily
experienced affinity with the trees and flowers in relation to freedom,
it must be noted, is that disinterestedness which just then began to be
appreciated as the key to a new kind of aesthetic experience and which
Shaftesbury first articulated right after his oblique reference to the
Chinese garden. Only when free, is a landscape beautiful, and we are
aesthetically pleased with it in that state only because it reminds us of
how we are or ought to be in the same creative and self-creative process
of nature.
However closely connected with Chinese gardening ideas in the
early eighteenth century, English landscaping did evenmally move away,
becoming fixated gradually on the quasi-linguistic composition of
Lancelot (Capability) Brown. "Now there, I make a comma, and there,
where a more decided turn is proper, I make a colon"; he was known
to have said, "at another part, where an intermption is desirable to break
the view, a parenthesis; now a full stop, and then I begin another
subject.The problem with the new emphasis on panoramic view in
which Walpole took so much pride, however, was not just a certain
literal namralism with which Chambers found fault. To create the drama
of open space. Brown not only cut down thousands of venerable plants
and "laid waste the growth of several ages.. .to make room for a little
grass, and a few American weeds," as Chambers accused him.*^^ In
addition, by dividing a prospect into the foreground, middle, and back
grounds, and the far away hori2on, he also brought back the ghost of
the old totali2ing scheme which drew attention to the "liberty" of the
garden owner or designer but the lack of it for the involved landscape.
In spite of some visual resemblances to the Chinese garden which Lord
Macarmey still sawin the early 1790s, the spirit of sharawadff with which
Quoted in Letters of Hannah More, ed. Annette M. B. Meakin (London, 1911), 172.
Chambers, Oriental Gardening, x.
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the English garden was once so intimately in tune was lost. However,
via Shaftesbury, Addison, and Pope, the inspiration of a different Eden
would come up again in the aesthetic theories of Herder and Kant and
in the poetic innovations of EngKsh Romanticism, thereafter entering
into the mainstream of English and European thought.''
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